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Planning Commission October 2, 2013 

Case: LDC-2-1013 

Staff Contact: Angela Faison; angela.faison@wilmingtonnc.gov;  910-341-3248 

Staff Recommendation: Approval  

Planning Commission  
Recommendation: 

 
 

City Council Action:  

 
Request 
Code Section(s) Sections 18-177, 178, 179, 180 and Section 18-300, Schools 
Request 1. To create a new category: “Schools, primary and secondary (less than 

500 students”   
2. To allow such schools in the R-7, R-10, R-15 and R-20 zoning districts 

under prescribed conditions rather than by special use permit 
3. To amend the prerequisites for  schools  

Applicant Friends School of Wilmington, Inc. 
Laura Williams, Business Manager 
350 Peiffer Avenue 
Wilmington, NC 28409 
910.792-1811 
lauraw@fsow.org 

 
Case Overview 
 
The Land Development Code (LDC) currently requires a special use permit for primary and 
secondary schools located in the single-family residential zoning districts.  Table 1 below provides a 
summary how primary and secondary schools are permitted in all zoning districts.  
 

Table 1. Existing Use Schedule for Schools 
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Note: P = Permitted by right, PC = Permitted under prescribed conditions, S = Special use permit, “-“  = Not a permitted use 
 
ANALYSIS  

 
“Schools, primary and secondary” is defined as “a public, private, or parochial school offering 
instruction at the elementary, junior, and/or senior high school levels in the branches of learning and 
study required to be taught in the public schools of the state.” Such schools are permitted in most 
residential districts upon the issuance of a special use permit. The special use prerequisites for 
schools are found in Sec. 18-300, and include the following:  
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(a) All structures shall have a minimum side and rear yards of fifty (50) feet. 
(b) An off-street drop-off and pick-up area meeting the standards of this chapter shall be 
provided. 
(c) Directional light fixtures shall be utilized to reduce light pollution and light trespass. 

 
Staff notes that while the applicant is proposing to allow smaller schools by prescribed conditions 
rather than by special use permit, the proposed amendments Sec. 18-300 would apply to all schools 
that require a SUP or permitted by prescribed conditions, regardless of enrollment.  
 
1. History/Background 
 
In 2009, the applicant submitted a similar request to amend the LDC for the purpose of allowing 
primary and secondary schools within residential districts under prescribed conditions and to revise 
the supplemental development regulations for schools in all residential districts. City Council voted to 
deny the 2009 request based on concerns regarding building size, student population, need for 
public hearing review, and traffic and noise impacts.  
 
The proposed amendment includes several revisions to the existing special prerequisites for 
schools. These revisions are intended to provide additional consideration and protection of adjacent 
residential uses, as well as to encourage the continued use of existing schools within established 
neighborhoods.  
 
2. Benchmark research 

 
City Council’s identified benchmark cities have been surveyed regarding the permitting of schools in 
residential zoning districts. Table 2 below provides a summary of how current benchmark cities 
regulate schools. 
 

Table 2. Benchmark Cities 

City Residential districts in which 
schools are permitted How Permitted  

Asheville, NC Allowed in all single family, except Urban 
Residential 

Prescribed conditions and some 
Commission/Council review based on 

size 
Charleston, SC All Rezoning to School Overlay Zone  

Chattanooga TN All By right 

Raleigh, NC All 
By right, public schools 

Special use permit, private schools 
(BOA review) 

Savannah, GA All By special use permit K - 12 
Alexandria, VA All low density By right 

Annapolis, MD All, except prohibited in historic residential 
districts By special use permit 

New Bern, NC All, except prohibited in two residential 
districts By conditional use permit 

St. Augustine, FL All By special use permit 

St. Petersburg, FL All 
By right, public schools less than 

50,000 sf 
Special use permit, private schools 

Santa Fe, NM All By right – public schools 
Special use permit – private schools 
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3. Proposed amendments 
 
Following is the proposed amendment to the Land Development Code. Additions are underlined and 
deletions are in strikethrough. Staff notes that the following proposal represents minor changes to 
the applicant’s initial application. 
 
Amend Article 5, Division II. District Regulations, Section 18-177. 
 
Sec. 18-177. R-20, Residential District. 
 
(c) Uses permitted under prescribed conditions. 
 
*** 
(11) Schools, primary and secondary (less than 500 students) 
 
*** 
(d) Permitted by special use permit. 
 
*** 
(5) Schools, primary and secondary (500 or more students) 
 
*** 
 
Sec. 18-178. R-15, Residential District. 
 
(c) Uses permitted under prescribed conditions. 
*** 
(11) Schools, primary and secondary (less than 500 students) 
 
*** 
 
(d) Permitted by special use permit. 
 
*** 
 
(5) Schools, primary and secondary (500 or more students) 
 
*** 
 
Sec. 18-179. R-10, Residential District. 
 
(c) Uses permitted under prescribed conditions. 
 
*** 
(10) Schools, primary and secondary (less than 500 students) 
 
(d) Permitted by special use permit. 
 
*** 
(5) Schools, primary and secondary (500 or more students) 
 
*** 
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Sec. 18-180. R-7, Residential District. 
 
(c) Uses permitted under prescribed conditions. 
 
*** 
 
(10) Schools, primary and secondary (less than 500 students) 
 
(d) Permitted by special use permit. 
 
*** 
 
(5) Schools, primary and secondary (500 or more students)  
 
*** 
 
Article 6, Division I. Prescribed conditions, special use prerequisites, and accessory uses 
and structures, Section 18-300. Schools. 
 

A public or private school shall be subject to the requirements of the district in which located 
and the following: 

 
  (a) All structures shall have a minimum side and rear yards of fifty (50) feet. 
   Building setbacks: 

Minimum thirty (30) feet for front and corner side 
Minimum twenty-five (25) feet to the rear 
Minimum twenty (20) feet to the interior side 
 

 (b) An off-street drop-off and pick-up area meeting the standards of this chapter Section 
18-553 shall be provided. 

 
  (c) Directional light fixtures shall be utilized to reduce light pollution and light trespass. 
 
 (d) When located in a residential zoning district, building height shall be limited to two (2) 

stories or twenty-five (25) feet, whichever is greater. 
 
 (e)  When located in a residential zoning district, required street yards shall be calculated 

using the same standards as the O&I, Office and Institutional district.  
 
 (f) All buildings, recreation facilities, and off-street parking and service areas shall be 

screened from residential zoning and uses by a minimum buffer of twenty (20) feet in 
width. Buffers shall meet the standards of Sec. 18-503 of this chapter. Mobile 
classrooms may be exempted from this buffer requirement for a period not to exceed 
one year.  

 
(g) For schools within the 1945 Corporate Limits of the City of Wilmington: when, in the 

determination of the City Manager or designee, conditions exist peculiar to the site 
that prevent the full width of the required street yard or setbacks from being installed, 
the street yard and setbacks may be reduced up to and including full exemption. 
Applicable conditions would include but not be limited to: essential site improvements; 
providing for ingress, egress, and circulation for the site and when structures existing 
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on the block are within the required street yard or setbacks, and protection of natural 
and/or historic resources. In these circumstances, the street yard and setbacks shall 
be reduced only to the width necessary to accommodate such conditions. 

 
 
CONCLUSIONS  
 

• When proper controls are applied, schools are appropriate uses located in residential areas 
as they serve the community in which they are located and help provide a sense of identity 
for the surrounding neighborhood. The intent of the proposed amendments is to allow 
schools to fit more easily into the fabric of existing neighborhoods.  

• The proposed amendment would allow existing schools and expansions with less than 500 
students, located in single-family residential zoning districts, to be approved by applying 
prescribed conditions while schools with 500 or more students would require a special use 
permit. 

• The proposed amendment addresses build-out conditions and infill and redevelopment 
concerns, particularly for schools located in the urban core of the city by establishing 
flexibility in the setbacks and street yards for schools located in the 1945 Corporate Limits 
and by providing flexibility in setbacks, when based on site constraints.  

• Staff notes that the average student population of a New Hanover County elementary school 
is approximately 436 students.  

 
 
 RECOMMENDATION 
 
Primary and secondary schools are currently allowed in residential districts by means of a special 
use permit. Schools are appropriate uses for residential areas as they serve the community in which 
they are located and help provide a sense of identity for the surrounding neighborhood. The 
amendment would allow for the continued use of existing schools in single-family residential areas 
and strengthen the conditions to which schools must adhere. These additional measures provide 
protection to adjacent residential properties and improve and protect the quality of life of the 
surrounding neighborhood. Staff recommends approval of the request. 
 
 
NEIGHBORHOOD CONTACT 
 
    Planning Commission    City Council 
Advertisement Date(s)  9/27/13 
 
General Inquiries:  Scott Holmes 
 
ACTIONS TO DATE 
 
Planning Commission:      
City Council:     
 
 
ATTACHMENT(S) 
 
1. Land Development Code amendment application (Received 7/01/13) 
2. October 7, 2009 Planning Commission meeting minutes (excerpt) 
3. November 4, 2009 City Council meeting minutes (excerpt) 
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